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ifteen percent or more of some populations of veterans of the Vietnam War and the 1991 Gulf War have received diagnoses of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). 1,2 Given this history and the fact that U.S. troops in Iraq and Afghanistan are serving for prolonged periods in a hazardous combat environment, we expect the mental health care needs of our newest veterans to be great. In a survey of 3671 Army soldiers and Marines who were involved in combat in Iraq and Afghanistan, up to 17 percent of those returning reported symptoms consistent with major depression, generalized anxiety, or PTSD. 3 Since October 2003, the Department of Defense has been sending the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) information about troops who have become eligible for VA benefits after active duty in Iraq and Afghanistan. The roster is used to check the VA's electronic patient records, in which the standard diagnostic codes are used to classify health problems. (The data available for this analysis are mainly administrative, however, and are not based on a careful review of each patient record or a confirmation of each diagnosis.)
As of mid-February 2005, these veterans numbered 244,054, and 20 percent of them (48,733) had received health care at a VA facility since returning home. Although these veterans do not represent a random sample of all deployed troops, their use of health care offers some indication of what to expect as more troops return.
Combat veterans have presented with a variety of conditions. The most common diagnoses involve the musculoskeletal system and the digestive system, in 36 percent and 28 percent of evaluated veterans, respectively. Possible mental disorders have been reported in 26 percent. The most common diagnoses were adjustment disorders, among them PTSD -a possible diagnosis of which was recorded in 10 percent of these patients.
Whereas the frequency of cardiovascular illness (to take one physical disorder) has remained steady, the frequency of mental health problems has increased (see graph). It is uncertain whether this change represents a true increase in the number of veterans with a mental disorder, a self-referral bias, or an ascertainment bias. War veterans are eligible for two years of free health care from the VA for any condition that may be related to combat, and VA clinicians receive reminders to evaluate veterans for war-related mental disorders.
The proportion of patients with possible PTSD did not vary substantially according to sex, race, or age, but there were significant differences according to characteristics of military service: the proportion of patients reported to have PTSD was 3.7 times as high among those who served in ground units of the Army or Marines as among members of the Navy or Air Force (11 percent vs. 3 percent), and rates were twice as high among members of the enlisted ranks as among officers (10 percent vs. 5 percent). Proportions were similar among veterans from the Reserve or the National Guard and members of active-duty units (10 percent and 9 percent, respectively). These data suggest that the level of exposure to combat predicts the risk of a mental disorder. The influx of veterans with possible mental disorders underscores the need to plan for increased mental health care. Of course, only well-designed epidemiologic studies can definitively answer questions about the risk of psychiatric problems in this population. Until such studies are performed, we should be wary of generalizing, because erroneously portraying these veterans as ill would add to the substantial challenges they face in reentering civilian society. Moreover, even with such studies, the projections of future needs will be imprecise, since we cannot predict the duration of the conflicts, the level of violence that will be maintained, or the total number of troops that will be deployed.
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